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As for the island of St Brandon, in which all honest skippers of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries believed as firmly as we
ourselves believe in the tables of multiplication, that was situated
here too. But no one could ever find out where, because it went to
the bottom of the ocean as soon as any vessel came near it, and only
reappeared when the visitor was gone. That seems to have been
a sensible thing to do on the part of an African island. It was the
only way it could escape being occupied by a foreign power.
Most continents can be reduced to a few simple images* We say
' Europe * and we see the dome of St Peter's and ruined casdes on
the Rhine and the silent fjords of Norway and we hear the firoika
bells of Russia* Asia calls forth pictures of pagodas and masses of
little brown men bathing in a wide river, and strange temples,
ten thousand feet up in the air, and the placid symmetry of old
Fuji- America means skyscrapers, factory chimneys, an old Indian
on a pony going nowhere in particular. Even far-off Australia has
its symbols, the Southern Cross, the amiable kangaroo with his
inquisitive and intelligent eyes.
But Africa, how shall we reduce that land of contrasts and
extremes to a single symbol ?
It is a land of torrid heat without any serviceable rivers. Yet
the Nile is almost as long as the Amazon, and the Congo is only a
little shorter than the Mississippi, and the Niger longer than the
Hwang Ho. It is a land of torrential rains and insufferable mois-
ture. Yet the Sahara alone, the driest of all deserts, is larger than
all of Australia, and the Kalahari is as big as the British Isles.
The people are weak and helpless, the black man does not know
how to defend himself Yet the most perfectly organized military
machine the world has ever seen was developed among the Zulus,
and the desert Bedouins and other northern tribes have been
known to charge successfully against European troops armed with
machine-guns.
Africa has no convenient inland seas like the Baltic or the Ameri-
can Great Lakes. Granted, but Lake Victoria is as large as Lake
Superior, Tanganyika is as big as the Baikal Sea, Nyasa twice as
big as Lake Ontario.